Nutritional implications of dental and swallowing issues in head and neck cancer.
Tumors of the head and neck account for 4% of cancers in the United States. Both the disease process itself and side effects of cancer treatment, such as xerostomia, dysphagia, and malnutrition, compromise oral health, swallowing ability, and nutritional status. Optimal treatment of dental, swallowing, and nutritional problems of head and neck cancer patients requires practical strategies that address these problems. These strategies should include appropriate referrals to the dentist, speech/language pathologist, and registered dietitian to enhance patient comfort, prevent secondary malnutrition and dental disease, and improve treatment outcomes. Since dental, swallowing, and nutritional issues are interrelated, appropriate therapeutic strategies hinge on timely, integrated input from each discipline. A better understanding of the dental and swallowing therapies used in patients with head and neck cancer by health professionals will help promote the comprehensive care of these patients.